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THE ECONOMIC RENOVATION 

OF 

THE REPUBLIC OF VIETNAM 



The work of the national revolution which is currently being 
carried on in Free Viet-Nam, under the guidance of its great leader 
President Ngo-Dinh-Diem, has achieved some spectacular results. 
It includes a thorough economic renovation, calculated to round 
off the independence of the country. Thus one may say that the 
economic renovation is one of the pillars of the national edifice, which 
has been rebuilt upon new foundations. In this study we propose 
to give an outline of the main aspects of the economic programme 
instituted by the government. However, before we tackle the subject 
we feel that it is necessary to explain the economic situation in 
Viet-Nam as it was in 1944 on the eve of the war in Indo-China. It 
will sharply contrast the tragic situation of the country ten years 
later just after the armistice of 1954. The eminent success of the 
programme of the economic renovation of President Ngo-Dinh-Diem, 
which could only be put into operation after this armistice, and 
indeed not fully until a year after the 1954 armistice due to the 
chaotic conditions which the regime had first to stabilize, can thus 
be seen to be an even more remarkable achievement in the light 
of such comparisons. 



The Economic Situation In Viet-Nam On The Eve of The War. 

In 1945, when the Indochinese war broke out, the situation of 
Viet-Nam, with its essentially agricultural economy, was prosper- 
ous. The main factor of this prosperity was the yearly export of 



about 1,500,000 tons of rice ; other exports earning foreign exchange 
were 70,000 tons of rubber, about 400,000 tons of maize and 1,200,000 
tons of coal. Owing to these exports, the piaster was worth 10 francs, 
while the Hongkong dollar, le Bangkok tical and the Singapore 
rupee were worth no more than 5 francs. 

(It must be noted that only South-Vietnam produced the 
exportable rice excess ; North Viet-Nam production was barely suf- 
ficient for local consumption). 



The Destructive Policy Of Vietminh Communists. 

Such was the situation when the war broke out in 1946. From 
the outset of their maleficient action, the Vietminh communists 
set upon a policy of systematic destruction and of general 
impoverishment. And progressively through the so-called « scortched 
earth » policy and the paralysed economy steadily deteriorated. 

The Vietcong's crime will never be sufficiently denounced. They 
relentlessly pursued this policy for ten years, in a ruthless and 
systematic manner. Thus, when the war came to an end nearly 50 ' < 
of the tillable land had become desolate and the rice production 
together with that of secondary crops was reduced in the same 
proportion as compared with the pre-war figures. 

The live stock, essential in tilling the land, had been decimated 
and was 54,000 heads short. The irrigation system had been partially 
destroyed, and much of what was left badly needed repair. Even 
the essential tools for cultivating the rice-fields had been plundered. 
A large part of the agricultural equipment that was not destroyed 
had been taken to pieces and carried beyond the frontier into North 
Viet-Nam. 

Numerous factories and mines had been destroyed and burnt 
down in the suburbs of large cities. And the village crafts, which 
used to be so flourishing, vanished because of the very use by the 
communist Vietminh of their foul policy of the « scortched earth ». 

In addition, railway lines had been made almost useless by the 
destruction of hundreds of bridges. As for the main roads, they were 
often out of commission for the same reasons. Lastly, the river fleet, 
essential to inland transport, had been reduced to 20 ' < of its pre-war 
tonnage. Such was the situation when President Ngo-Dinh-Diem 
acceeded to the power ; the work of economic renovation which had 
to be undertaken was obviously enormous. 
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Weaving which is of 
long standing, now 
constitutes one of the 
key branches of the 
Vietnamese handicraft. 

Above : A loom. 



Right and below : The 
raw material is shown 
carefully prepared prior 
to any utilization. 
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President Ngo-Dinh-Diem's Optimism. 

Yet the President was never taken by despair in front of such 
problems. On the contrary. The population quickly realized it in 
September 1955, after having been informed of the speech just made 
by the Head of the State, on September 17th in Tuy-Hoa, for the 
inauguration of the great dam of Dong-Cam. The President's speech 
announced a vast economic programme. 

After having underlined the numerous difficulties which con- 
fronted the government in that line the President had not hesitated 
to express a confident view of the future. 

« We must not be concerned by this », he declared, for numerous 
favorable factors will help us to surmount those difficulties ». 

And he mentioned these factors : 

« First, the strenghtening of national authority upon the whole 
of Free Viet-Nam ; the repressive measures against the rebels ensure 
the carrying out of the orders of the Central Government upon the 
whole area of the nation, for no obstacle now keeps the people and 
the government apart. 

« Such is the essential condition for the undertaking of economic 
plans for the present as for the future. 

« Another factor allows an even greater optimism ; it is the 
revolutionary spirit which you' have so strikingly displayed during 
the last few months and which has permitted the destruction of 
the last vestiges of feudalism and of the old-fashioned modes of 
labour. I am convinced that with this revolutionary spirit, the 
renovation of the national economy will be possible in the shortest 
possible period. 

« Lastly, it is meet to name a third factor which is extremely 
precious to us under the present conditions : the generous help of 
the friendly democracies, owing to which we steered clear of a 
currency crisis and could import indispensable products despite 
our feeble exports, and balance our national budget despite the 
enormous spending involved by the resettlement of the refugees ». 

And keeping the three factors into account. President Ngo-Dinh- 
Diem later confidently and courageously expounded the remarkable 
programme of economic renovation which he was going to launch. 

President Ngo-Dinh-Diem's Economic Programme. 

A book would be necessary to give a detailed account of this 
programme and to set out its far-reaching consequences. We must 



therefore merely give a brief outline of it within the limits of this 
article. 

For anyone who studies this programme, it is easy to understand 
that President Ngo-Dinh-Diem had two essential and basic aims. 
The first one is to complete, to use his own expression, the economic 
independence of the country. The second one aims at renovating 
national economy in order to improve the standard of living of the 
people. 



The Completing Of Independence. 

President Ngo-Dinh-Diem lays down as an axiom this basic 
truth, upon which the economic freedom of all the countries of the 
free world is based. A formula from economics sums it up : « The 
national output conditions the sovereignty of any independent 
democratic country ». 

Did Free Viet-Nam meet this primary condition before it became 
independent ? Obviously not. In agriculture as well as in commerce 
and industry, this principle can only be said to be put into practise 
when the resources go to the profit of the nation. It was not the 
case for pre-war Viet-Nam. In the agricultural line, statistics show 
that only 12 Sr of the full value of the excess rice and paddy which 
were exported returned to the Vietnamese rural mass. The banks, 
brokers, exporters, insurance companies, rice merchants, transport 
firms shared the balance : 88 % of the full value. As most of those 
profiteers were foreigners, there was an enormous drainage of the 
agricultural revenues of the country, since all the intermediary 
profit-takers transferred the benefits to their respective countries. 

This accounts for the precarious plight of the Vietnamese 
masses living in the country. It was as much as to say that they 
had to be content with scraps, although they had toiled hard to 
grow the rice and to increase the crop. 

« Only the Vietnamese are linked to the destiny of Viet-Nam », 
President Ngo-Dinh-Diem stressed in his speech on September 17th 
1955 », while foreign firms in our country primarily work for 
interested motives ». 

And the Head of the State added : 

« When everything goes fine, they ply their trade with eagerness. 
Under difficult circumstances, they look for a refuge somewhere 
else. In the latter case, our economy would be paralysed, for we 



Local products exhibition in Saigon : 




Various kinds of 
tlireshing devices for 
paddy. 



Some fine fabrics manufactured by local silk factories. 




In a suburban quarter 
of Saigon, the Lam- 
bretta company runs an 
assemblag^e plant for 
scooters and motor- 
bikes. 




HiEPflOi Cfl[ Hi [HR 




Some products of the 
local rubber industry, 
ranging from the latex 
harvested in Vietnam. 



For house-wives, here 
is a wide range of Viet- 
namese-made aluminum 
utensils. 
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Pharmaceutical 
products show-booth. 






Vietnam manufactures 
printingf-ink herself for 
her newspapers and 
books. 



should be unable in one day, to take over from them. Therefore, 
in order to complete our independence, we must resolutely take into 
our hands the keys of our own economy ». 

This resolution, to be effective, must not bear on the agricultural 
plane alone but also on those of industry and commerce. As it is 
the national economy which is concerned, no single part of it can 
be cut out and relegated to the background without endangering 
the whole edifice. 

In fact, up to 1955, Vietnamese commerce was reduced to the 
secondary role of a middleman working for foreign export-import 
firms. As for the industry, it was maintained at a embryonic stage, 
so that practically all indispensable manufactured products were 
bound to be imported. 

Yet, Viet-Nam had a fair number of technicians capable of 
launching the national industry and of guiding commerce into its 
natural track : Vietnamese direction of the Vietnamese economy. 

President Ngo-Dinh-Diem must be thanked for having en- 
couraged our wholesale merchants and our industrial specialists 
to launch into national business with a national profit. What did 
they require to do it ? Sufficient capital : the President put it at 
their disposal. 

« The situation is now completely different, » he declared, 
« Vietnamese tradesmen and industrialists may henceforth rely 
upon the unreserved backing of the national government I represent, 
for the development of their activities. 

« A policy of very liberal credit will be put into practise in 
order to grant loans to those who require them for the development 
of their businesses. The government has already created an invest- 
ment fund to help industrialists to increase their output. At the same 
time, the national bank is organizing a business department which 
will aim at backing tradesmen in the export-import line ». 

The President spoke these words in September 1955. And since 
then, his practical optimism has been confirmed by the facts. Last 
January, 121 Vietnamese industrialists were able to display their 
locally manufactured products in the huge hall of the Chamber of 
Commerce of Saigon. One may safely say, without being taxed with 
exaggeration, that in less than two years the Vietnamese indus- 
trialists were able to produce with their own means 60 % of the 
articles of every-day use necessary to the country. 

These remarkable results proved a surprise, not only for the 
population of the metropolis but also for our foreign friends. Outside 
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A general view of the construction project of the Danhim 
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the few people in the know, nobody was aware that such was the 
situation. Yet, in the 121 booths, various utility merchandise items 
could be seen by the visitor in the vast hall which paradoxically had 
become too small because of their number. In 8 days the number of 
visitors was superior to 600,000, a record number in Viet-Nam. 

Such a striking success could not remain unheeded. The prov- 
inces also want to behold « the miracle of the national manufactured 
productions ». Therefore it was decided that in order to fulfil the 
legitimate wish of the provincial population, the January exhibition 
will be reopened but that it will be mobile this time. Indeed, more 
than a hundred exhibition-lorries will call in the main towns and 
administrative centers of South-Vietnam. 

« I feel confident, » President Ngo-Dinh-Diem had stressed in 
Tuy-Hoa, " that our countrymen have all the required talents 
necessary to succeed in the economic world. If up to now such 
talents have not been able to mature, it is due to the absence of 
a national commercial and industrial organisation, and to a lack of 
efficient management on the part of the public authorities ». 

Indeed the President was absolutely in the right. The credits 
affected to the national investment fund have just been consider- 
ably increased ; 300 million piasters for 1957. And without falling 
into an exaggerated optimism, one may already predict that this 
national movement for the production of manufactured products 
will have doubled its extent within a year. 



The Modernisation Of The Economic System Of Viet-Nam Appears 
To Be An Urgent Necessity. 

« We must admit », President Ngo-Dinh-Diem declared in the 
same speech in Tuy-Hoa, « that several among our economic activ- 
ities are definitely outmoded ». And he added : 

« In a modern world undergoing a quick evolution if we stick 
to outdated methods, our people will never enjoy a pleasant and 
happy life ». 

The Head of the State made two statements which ever since 
have been engraved in the heart of our rural countrymen. 

« A plough or a mechanical harrow is no luxury. It is the same 
with a husking factory or a transport lorry ; both are necessary 
instruments in the life of the peasant. 

« It is true that our peasants still use archaic farming implements 
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which are identical to those used by their ancestors, and that in the 
middle of the 20th century they employ methods which are more 
than ten centuries old. Therefore the acreage cultivated per farmer 
is much below the average that one should normally reach : the 
costprice is so high that it cannot compete by international standards. 
This is mainly true for the rice which is the essential factor of 
national prosperity ». 

This state of things is due to large degree to the parcelling 
out of the rice-fields in small plots, which prevents our peasants 
from using mechanized methods. It is therefore indispensable in the 
first place that our small landowners group together to form 
costprice is so high that it cannot compete by international standards. 
Ngo-Dinh-Diem made a precise statement on this : 

« If our peasants form cooperatives they will be able to cultivate 
larger fields, and if they are short of money banks for the fostering 
of agriculture will help them ». 

Therefore it is a matter of introducing modern mechanization 
into Viet-Nam. The government set an example itself when it 
introduced mechanization in the huge area of Cai-San ; 50,000 
refugees from North- Vietnam turned tens of thousands of hectares 
into tilled fields in record time ; there the most promising crops 
are now beginning to ripen. Thanks to American help, numerous 
tractors and other agricultural machines have been taken there 
and within two years, colossal work has been done while it would 
have taken over a decade under other circumstances. 

But mechanization can only be fully productive when the rural 
masses are simultaneously interested in the other forms of scientific 
progress on agricultural questions. This concerns the choice of seeds, 
fertilizers, the selection of different kinds of grains in order to obtain 
the best and most abundant crops. It is a « sine qua non » condition 
of success. To reach such an end the Department of Agriculture 
has put itself at the disposal of our countrypeople to advise them. 

« I would like », President Ngo-Dinh-Diem said, ■■ to see Viet- 
namese farmers realize what the present situation is on the rice 
market in the world. During the last fifteen years, Vietnamese 
exports have much decreased because of the very low agricultural 
productivity. Meanwhile other countries have improved the agri- 
cultural output and have supplanted us on the foreign market. 
Thus, even if our output has increased now, the problem of find- 
ing markets still appears difficult ». 

What is true for agriculture, holds for commerce and industry. 
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It is necessary to modernize our commercial methods. 

Up to 1955, most Vietnamese tradesmen only acted as mid- 
dlemen between foreign wholesale dealers and the consumers. This 
meant that they were limited to retail business. It must be admitted 
yet that during the war a few Vietnamese dabbled in wholesale 
business. Unfortunately, most of them were speculators. One knows 
what this kind of game leads to. 

« They were only trying to make big money », President Ngo- 
Dinh-Diem said on this matter, « even if they had to break laws. 
Regrettable excesses were committed and eventually our tradesmen 
were incapable to compete with foreign commercial firms ». 

The President condemned beforehand the speculators and 
middlemen, who were not only useless but even parasitic. On the 
other hand reliable tradesmen are certain from now on to be backed 
by the government and steered towards business modernization. 

According to President Ngo-Dinh-Diem, « the essential condi- 
tions of commercial success are a good organisation and a perfect 
knowledge of the market. 

« Business on a familial level -, he stressed, « would be obviously 
unable to compete with organised companies, with numerous 
branches and agencies. Therefore, we advise our tradesmen », 
President Ngo-Dinh-Diem concluded, - to group into powerful 
companies instead of remaining in their current isolation ». 



Industrialization : A Vital Necessity. 

Many a time President Ngo-Dinh-Diem insisted upon the 
necessary, even indispensable character of the industrialization of 
Viet-Nam. It is one of the fundamental points of his economic 
programme. Earlier we have seen that he has been heeded, and that 
already the light industry is no longer a myth in Viet-Nam. 

The truth is that no country can limit itself to imports. If such 
was the case how could the standard of living of national com- 
munities improve ? 

Up to 1955 Viet-Nam imported almost all manufactured products 
necessary to the home market. Imports mean « extra spending ». 
Insurance — Transport of the goods — customs duties — brokerage, 
etc... all this causes the cost-price of an imported article to be higher. 
And who has to pay for it ? — The consumer. 
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One of the most important achievements of the 
agricultural hydraulic program : the Dong Cam dam. 




Regular irrigation of ricefields is one of the most burning problems 

challenging rice crop increase. The Dong Cam dam enables 

rice-planters to water their fields whenever necessary. 



Of the two choices, either one accepts to pay a high price for 
something or one does without it. It often happens when imported 
products are too dear for the average person. 

In industrialized countries the opposite phenomenon occurs, 
because the home production easily covers all the needs of the 
consumers. 

President Ngo-Dinh-Diem gave the U.S.A. as an example : 

« One likes », he declared, « to admire the high standard of 
living of the American worker. Each family has its house, refriger- 
ator, washing machine, TV set, car... all owing to the industrial 
power of the U.S.A. which produces all they need ». The example 
set by this great nation shows that the improvement of the standard 
of living of our countrymen is almost entirely dependent upon the 
industrialization of the country. 

Yet, it remains obvious that the industrialization of Viet-Nam 
is a work of time. For instance, Japan which had begun to indus- 
trialize itself at the beginning of the Meji era, in 1876, took more 
than 30 years before it could export manufactured products. But 
the example set by this country remains a model of its kind. 

There is a beginning to all realizations, we are only beginning 
and we must be realistic. Our industrialization first aims at satisfy- 
ing the home market. Indeed, some articles made in Viet-Nam can 
already be exported. But the initial aim is to do without the costly 
and sterile imports. We shall have to produce as many of the 
manufactured articles as can be turned out locally. 

It is obvious that one must primarily build up a sufficient light 
industry : spinning and cloth-mills, paper-mills, cement-works, 
brick-yards, tile-factories, soap-factories, etc... by using the raw 
materials which are to found in the country. Here is a typical 
example : silk. Traditionnally, Viet-Nam is the country of silk. The 
pre-war home needs were practically met by local production. Now 
the production is practically non-existent and we have to import 
spun rayon to be used in our first modern weaving factory at the 
same time to meet local tailors' requirements. 

In order to gradually cut imports the government decided to 
give the culture of mulberry trees a new start. 

To that purpose, the numerous sericulturists among the refugees 
from the North will receive grafts from the States mulberry plan- 
tations. The Department of Agriculture hopes that within three 
years the country will be able to produce enough silk owing to this 
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system, to terminate the import of spunrayon. The « seeds », i. e., 
the eggs of silk-worms will be distributed to sericulturists by the 
Regional Director of Southern Agriculture, which always had 
maintained its model silkworm establishment. 

« Our aim ", President Ngo-Dinh-Diem pointed out, « is to work 
so that, in the near future, there will be no more filthy slums, 
underfed, poorly-dressed people and that each of our countrymen 
may enjoy the conveniences of modern life : running water, elec- 
tricity, furniture, clothing, books and papers, etc... >-. 

« To reach such a goal », the President added, « many forms 
of industry have to be created, and great quantities of products 
have to be manufactured ». 



The Economic Potentiality Is Conditioned By The Basic Enterprises. 

To that purpose, it is indispensable to install in the country 
certain great enterprises destined to transform the economic potent- 
iality of the nation. They are the basic enterprises, the most 
important of which is the production of electricity on an industrial 
scale ; that is, more than what is currently produced. 

It is for this reason that great hydro-electrical works will soon 
be started. The most important of these will be the construction 
of the Danhim Dam, on the High Plateaux. 

When its construction and that of other similar important 
works are completed, Viet-Nam will own at a low cost the indispens- 
able electric energy for its first industrial growth. 

The chemical and metallurgical industries will be born and will 
develop in Viet-Nam ; fertilizer, sulphate, plastic plants, foundries 
and steel-works. But how could this be, when electrical energy at 
this stage of distribution, is barely sufficient to ensure to running 
of existing enterprises : 

« When all the branches of economic activities are organized 
and guided according to a general plan », President Ngo-Dinh-Diem 
also said, « the economic sovereignty of Viet-Nam will be guaranted ». 



This sentence is the most fitting conclusion we could make. 
Yet, before we close this study, we find it necessary to make a 
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Deprived from the rich 
coaliields of Hongay (North 
Vietnam), Free Vietnam 
resorts to the re-exploitation 
of the Nong-Son mines in the 
Tourane region. 




Miners at work, extracting coal from the Nong-Son fields 
in an effort to meet domestic needs. 
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clean sweep of certain prejudices concerning the launching of 
industrial production in Viet-Nam. It has been said in certain foreign 
circles that all this was but the mere outcome of a xenophobe 
attitude. This is absolutely untrue. President Ngo-Dinh-Diem made 
it clear and definite. And to prove it, we shall quote him once more : 

« I specify », he declared, « that my government entertains no 
xenophobe feelings. Far from it ! We are willing to welcome all 
the foreigners who want to invest their capitals in Viet-Nam. They 
will enjoy all guarantees when they settle down here. There will 
be no threat of a sudden nationalisation of their businesses as it 
occurred in some countries, nor of a system of crushing taxes, nor 
of hindrances in the transfer of their yearly benefits. 

« Upon the latter point, the government endeavours to satisfy 
them, within the limits of its own liabilities in currency ». 

From all this, we may conclude that the future of modern Viet- 
Nam depends on its economic independence, which in its turn must 
complete its political sovereignty. We have tried to show it by 
carefully analysing the remarkable « speech-programme » of Presid- 
ent Ngo-Dinh-Diem, the man who, despite the difficulties and 
obstacles, has only one goal : the greatness of Viet-Nam. 



Kim Lai An-Quan, 3, Nguyen-Sieu - Saigon 



